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ABSTRACT 
This qualitative thesis examined the involvement of successful African American 
students attending a predominately white institution. The thesis focused on two additional 
variables, culture and identity, and examined the role each played on the choices of 
involvement by students. It was found that students who were heavily involved early in their 
academic career and had very strong support system (family, neighborhood or school), 
carried that support with them throughout their college career. Hard work and dedication to 
their studies easily met once reaching campus their search for strong support units. This 
thesis will allow for continued research of successful African American students and how 
college personnel begin to tap into the idea of involvement as a tool toward successful 
graduation. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
Introduction 
The college experience for the undergraduate student is most important to their 
growth and development. Many students are at a critical stage of psychological development 
(18-22 years of age), which is strongly influenced by the nature of their educational 
environment. Research shows that the undergraduate student experience will lead to more 
competent, concerned, and complete human beings (Boyer, 1987, p. 1). The purpose of this 
study is to look at the effect involvement plays in the success of African American students 
on a predominately White campus. The study will look at the role identity, culture and 
environment play in choosing their opportunities for being involved. 
There is growing amount of research being conducted on the development of African 
American college students on predominately White campuses. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
literature compared the success of minority students to White students in higher education. 
Rarely have researchers investigated factors promoting minority students' overall intellectual 
and psychological development. However, in a study on instructional, interpersonal and 
psychological correlate of success for Black students on White campuses, Allen (1985) 
concluded that: 
Interpersonally accomplished Black students are more involved with the 
general (and Black students specific) campus life. Their expertise in 
interpersonal relations leads to regular participation in Black student 
organization activities, better relations with faculty, and more favorable views 
of university support services ( since personable, interpersonally competent 
people are usually better able to manipulate bureaucracies to their advantage). 
Drawing on their learned interpersonal skills, tp.ese Black students manage to 
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create and maintain favorable social relationships with Blacks and Whites, 
faculty and students, on campus. (p. 145) 
Many theories used to analyze minority students, and in particular, African American 
students are acknowledging the influence of culture, involvement and environment in the 
developmental process of each student. Involvement in extra-curricular activities, along with 
the time students spend in the classroom, is important and necessary to their growth. Astin 
(1984) described student involvement as "the amount of physical and psychological energy 
that students devote to their academic experience" (p. 226). The involved student is 
described as "one who devotes energy to studying, spending time on campus, participates 
actively in student organizations and interaction with faculty members" (p. 226). The Study 
Group on the Conditions of Excellence in Higher Education (1984) suggests that an excellent 
learning environment is characterized by at least three conditions: student involvement, high 
expectations, and assessment and feedback. The Study Group also stated that, "the more 
involved students are on campus, the greater their growth and achievement, their satisfaction 
with their educational experience and the more likely they are to continue their learning" (p. 
17). Student involvement in organizations has had a positive relationship to retention, 
satisfaction with the collegiate experience, and various aspects of student development, 
leadership, values clarification, identity and career decision making, as well as other life 
changing attitudes, (Kuh et al., 1991; Pascarella, Wolfe, & Stoeckers, 1998). 
Traditional-age students who are involved in co-curriculum activities report more 
positive educational and social experiences, increased intellectual and leadership 
development, and successes in academic and career goals; they also are more likely to 
graduate (Astin, 1975,1977, 1993; Baxton & Magolda, 1992; Kuh, et al., 1991; McKaig, 
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1984; Williams & Winston, 1985). Pascarella and Terenzini, (1991) also suggest that a 
student's quality of effort or level of involvement in college has a significant and positive 
influence on various dimensions of general cognitive development (p. 147). Because the 
majority of rese~ch on college student outcomes are based on White students (Kuh, 1992; 
Pacarella & Terenzini, 1991), little information is available regarding the relationship of 
involvement and academic success for most students of color and, in particular, African 
American students (Beckman, 1987; Fleming, 1984). 
Research shows that there will be an increase in the number of African American 
students continuing their education, many on predominately White campuses. Black students 
across the country are having a difficult time, however, being successful at a predominately 
White institutions. Black students attending these institutions face many obstacles that affect 
their learning, personal growth, and, most importantly, their educational attainment. If 
African American students are not feeling a part of the community or are not encouraged by 
faculty, advisors, or peers, it will likely be reflected in their performance which, in tum, will 
affect grades and, ultimately, retention. 
Statement of the Problem 
African American students have attended historically White institutions of higher 
learning in large numbers since 1954. Their varied participation levels and campus 
experiences, oftentimes, have not been studied or interpreted from the perspective of the 
students' culture (Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Pearson, 1990). Research has shown thatAfrican 
American students who attend predominately White institutions have higher attrition rates 
than their White counterparts. The number of barriers that African American students face 
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have relationships to high attrition rates which leads to obstacles in their learning, personal 
development and educational attainment (Beckham, 1997; Fleming 1984; Smith, 1989). 
Scully (1984) writes: 
The development of Black students is related to both their concept of self and 
their opportunities to support their development in their environment. Thus, 
they need strong advocates among the faculty, staff, and administrators in 
higher education. Through appropriate teaching, counseling and institutional 
structures they can become anything they want to be. (p. 35) 
An increase in student involvement is one way to eliminate barriers and help reduce the risk 
of attrition. 
Clewell and Ficklen (1986) suggest that alienation is one barrier that inhibits Black 
students' performance that could lead to dropping out of school. This is consistent with Bean 
and Hull's (1984) finding that feelings of alienation and a lack of belonging on campus 
contribute to student retention. Most Black students attending predominately White 
institutions experience difficulties in adjusting academically and socially to campus life 
(Rooney, 1985). Their involvement reflects the extent in which they take advantage of 
educational opportunities and helps explain why some African American students may or 
may not share the same educational success as their White counterparts. 
The number of African American students who graduate with a baccalaureate degree 
is low. Approximately 42% of all African American undergraduates entering college 
actually earn their degree, whereas 59% of all White undergraduates earn a degree. These 
figures show an obvious loss of great human potential to society. Therefore, it is crucial to 
understand and reduce these high rates of attrition for minority students by examining the 
differences in academic preparation. 
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The African American learning style includes more of a holistic learning rather than 
learning in parts, inferential reasoning rather than indirective reasoning, approximation of 
space and numbers, a focus on people and activities rather than things, and proficiency in 
nonverbal communication as opposed to verbal communication. Besides a student's 
academic achievement, there is growing evidence that nonacademic, noncognitive factors 
such as self-confidence, understanding racism, self- appraisal and community involvement 
may play an important role in improving the differences (Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984, 1985; 
Sedlacek, 1982). Authors of student personnel literature suggest that students cannot grow 
academically or cognitively without satisfying their physical or psychological needs and 
without being happy, or reasonably gratified with themselves and their wo:rld. If these 
concerns are not being addressed, students are less likely to develop to their inherent 
potential. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to examine involvement in five African American 
students living in the residence halls at a predominately White institution. The study will 
examine involvement determined by each student's identity development and cultural 
environment (home and campus) and their choice to be involved and how that involvement 
creates. success towards their academic gains. 
Objectives 
The specific objectives of the study are to determine: 
1. whether African American students view their acceptance on campus as a function of 
their involvement; 
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2. whether African American students believe that being involved affects their academic 
success; 
3. what effects culture, environment, and identity have on African American students' 
decision to be involved; 
4. which activities have the greatest effects on the academic success of African 
American student; and 
5. what success means, and how the definition is formed. 
Research Questions 
The following research questions framed the.study: 
1. Does African American student involvement lead to academic success? 
2. Does involvement lead to African American student persistence? 
3. Do identity, culture, and environment play a part in a student's decision to become 
involved? 
Examination of Research 
In this study, students discuss their ideas, processes and goals, allowing them to 
overcome the quoted statistics of being another unsuccessful Black student not obtaining 
their undergraduate degree. This research examines the literature on involvement, culture, 
environment, and identity and their effects on the success of African American students 
while continuing to deal with the everyday stresses of campus life that are both similar and 
dissimilar to the majority student. Research regarding African American students 
involvement, development and success will be enhanced through information gathered by 
other researchers and minority students who have successfully made the adjustment to life at 
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a predominately White institution. The results of the study will provide information to 
faculty, administrators, and policy makers for changes in areas such as admission criteria, 
programming and counseling and enabling African American students to make educational 
gains in Higher Education. This study will contribute to the knowledge base concerning the 
education of African American students on predominantly White campuses. Information will 
be shared that can guide student affairs professionals in the direction to look at effective 
ways that African American students can experience involvement opportunities leading to a 
more \han positive educational and social experience and increased leadership development 
I 
Scope of the Study 
The scope of this study is limited to the experiences and identity development of 
five African American students at a predominantly White institution (PWis) who live in the 
residence halls and are involved in at least two campus programs. This research does not 
compare successful White students with successful Black students or examine the 
relationship between successful and unsuccessful Black students. 
Definitions 
The following terms are used frequently in this study. 
BSA: The Black Student Alliance is an African American group that is open to all students 
on campus. 
Black and African American: Used interchangeably to refer to an American born individual 
of African descent. 
Black Identity Development: Process defined by Cross (1991) as a transformation from a 
non-Afrocentric identity into one that is Afrocentric. 
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Culture: All aspects of the way of life associated with a group of people. Culture includes 
language, beliefs, norms, values, customs, and many other components. 
Involvement: Astin (1984) defines involvement as, "the amount of physical and 
psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience" (p. 297). The 
respondents in this research defined involvement in student organizations and interactions 
with K- 12 teachers, faculty and advisors. 
MCAG: A Multi-cultural Awareness Group is a particular multi-cultural group housed in one 
of the residence halls. This group has both academic and social agenda. 
MSG: A Minority Student Group is a group of minority students who live in the residence 
hall. 
Mixed: Used in this research to refer to an identified population in a community or school 
that is comprised of people from different ethnic backgrounds. 
Nigrescence: "The developmental process by which a person 'becomes Black' where Black 
is defined in terms of one's manner of thinking about and evaluating oneself and one's• 
reference groups rather than in terms of skin color" (Helms, 1990, p. 17). 
Racial Identity: "A sense of group or collective identity based on one's perception that he or 
she shares a common racial heritage with a particular racial group" (Helms, 1990, p. 3). 
Success: There is no one definition of support in the response of the respondents. Each 
respondent has defined success as it effects his or her own situation. 
Traditional age: Traditional age for this research refers to students who enter college 
immediately after high school, and are from 18 to 22 years of age. 
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Thesis Overview 
This chapter provides a preview of the importance of student involvement in 
educational attainment, and introduces factors of students involvement as. a potential way to 
improve African American student educational gains and persistence at predominately White 
institutions. Chapter 2 reviews the literature on student involvement, racial identity, and 
culture, and how these factors affect the decision making of African American students, 
enabling them the opportunity to be successful. Chapter 3 presents the method used in 
gathering the information. It includes the procedures used in collecting the sample data, 
interview questions and procedures in data analysis. Chapter 4 discusses the results of the 
data collected. The chapter is divided into sections wherein each respondent discusses his or 
her experiences at a predominately White institution regarding their academic career. 
Chapter 5 provides a summary of the research findings as well as the conclusions and 
recommendations for research and practice. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Introduction 
The review of the literature discusses Astin's (1984) theory of involvement and its 
importance to the success of African American students on a predominately White campus. 
The research focuses on the impact that culture, environment and identity play on a student's 
. choices and decision to become an involved student on campus. The fmal emphasis is on 
how involvement makes an impact on a student's success, both academically and socially. 
Student Involvement 
Student involvement in the academic and social networks of a college campus has 
been shown to have a positive relationship to student retention, to satisfaction with the 
college experience, and to various aspects of student development, leadership, values 
clarification, identity and career decision making (Kuh, 1991). The Study Group on the 
Conditions of Excellence in American Higher Education (1984) indicates that the more 
students are involved on their particul~ campuses the greater will be their growth, 
achievement, educational satisfaction and completion of their learning experience. "Research 
on traditional-age college students shows that students who are involved in co-curricular 
activities report more positive educational and social experiences overall, increased 
intellectual and leadership development, success in academic and career goals and are more 
likely to graduate" (Astin, 1993). 
Alexander Astin's (1984) theory of involvement forms the basis for the current 
research. He defines student involvement as "the amount of psychological and physical 
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energy that college students devote to collegiate activities such as study, interacting with 
faculty and other students, participating in campus clubs and organizations and spending time 
on campus" (p. 36). Earlier, Astin (1975) found that students who are highly involved, 
enrolled full-time, participate in campus clubs, study hard, and interact frequently with 
faculty and other students show a higher persistence rate in college. Astin's involvement 
theory is based on five basic postulates: 
1. Involvement requires the investment of psychological and physical energy in various 
objects. These objects can be very general or very specific. 
2. Involvement is a continuous concept. Different students willinvest different degrees 
of energy to a given object. 
3. Involvement has both quantitative and qualitative features. 
4. The amount of learning or development is directly proportional to the quality and 
quantity of student involvement. 
5. · The effectiveness of any educational policy or practice is directly related to the 
capacity of that policy or practice to increase student involvement. 
Astin (1984) identifies two types of involvement, behavioral and motivational. He 
feels that behavioral involvement is the most critical because it is not what the individual 
thinks or feels, but what the individual does and how he or she behaves that defines and 
identifies involvement. Kuh and Wallman (1986) provide the following example of Astin's 
idea of behavioral involvement. 
Membership in a fitness center does not guarantee physical or psychological 
well-being. Unless an individual uses the facility to exercise regularly, 
physical fitness benefits will not accrue. Similarly the benefits to be derived 
from attending college vary depending on the degree to which students take 
advantage of the institution's resource. (p. 64) 
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This theory of student involvement is unlike many development theories (Chickering, 
1969; Kilber, 1971; Perry, 1970) which look at the "what" of student development. Astin is 
concerned with the behavior mechanism or process that facilitates student development by 
looking at the "how". Examining how African American students become involved on 
campus and what type of involvement they find beneficial to them is important. To begin 
their journey towards involvement, there are additional factors that play a role towards the 
success of this journey. Pace (1982) states: 
Colleges and universities are accountable for providing the resources, facilities, and 
progress that foster and stimulate student learning &development. Students, 
however, "are accountable for the amount, scope and quality of effort they invest in 
their own learning and development and specially in using the facilities and 
opportunities that are available in their college setting. (p. 11) 
This prerequisite to learning and development is the investment of time and effort students 
voluntarily devote to the process. 
In addition to participation in organizations and activities, Astin also found that a 
student's living environment is important to student success. Living in a campus residential 
setting was positively related to retention at a variety of institutions and among all types of 
students regardless ofrace, sex, ability or family background (Astin, 1973, 1977, 1982; 
Chickering, 1974). Students who eat, sleep and spend their waking hours together in one 
place have a better line of communication that keeps them informed and allows them to build 
a strong identification to campus life. Several studies have shown that students who live on 
__ campus are much more likely to be involved in the life of the campus than those who live off 
campus (Astin, 1980; Decoster, 1984; Pace, 1987). 
Residential units afford a natural and continuous meeting place for people to 
become involved in common activities and educational pursuits. Residence 
halls allow for greater involvement in campus life where the entire residential 
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community can experience a powerful socializing and educative agent. On 
residential campuses, students encounter and confront questions, examine, 
analyze, challenge, criticize, reflect, differentiate, and evaluate to an extent 
unequaled at commuter campuses. (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, p. 640) 
Minority students often find it difficult to adjust academically and socially on a 
predominately White campus, which may hinder their efforts to develop institutional 
relationships that contribute to-their campus integration (Garza & Nelson, 1973; Hunt, 1975; 
Lyon, 1973). After many years, higher education continues to be challenged to have students 
feel at home on a campus. This feeling of belonging leads to a positive and personal learning 
environment. Making each student feel valued is important and can be particularly difficult 
especially at a predominantly White campus. This is largely due to organizations and campus 
opportunities that ~e perceived as not welcoming to minority students. Often times minority 
students choose not to become a part of a group based on the differences in interests and 
goals formed by the majority group. The emergence of more minority groups in the last few 
decades, however, has provided an opportunity for minority students to be involved in 
campus life largely through their own ethnic organizations such as Black student unions. 
These organizations can help assist students with cultural identification and peer support, 
while having a positive influence on the· retention of minority students. Decreasing the 
feelings of isolation and while increasingly becoming a part of campus life allows African 
~erican students to connect both socially and academically with the institution ( Carr & 
Chittum, 1979; Jones, Harris, & Hauch, 1975). 
Many minority students look to specific organizations to help reduce their feelings of 
isolation at predominately White institutions (Astin, 1991; Loo & Ralston, 1986; Margula, 
Padella, & Pavel, 1991 ), and provide a social niche on campus (De Sousa & King 1992; 
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Wand, Sedlacek, & Westbrook, 1992) to facilitate ethnic identity development (Upcraft, 
1984). Tinto (1995) describes Astin's theory of involvement as a process through which 
students become integrated/involved in the academic and social systems of the campus. 
Tinto's model explains dropout behavior but posits that student pre-college characteristics 
affect his or her education and occupational commitment and her or his connection to an 
institution. This commitment affects the student's performance in the classroom and social 
interactions outside of the classroom. The academic and social integration reinforces 
students' goals and commitment, as well as their commitment to the institution, making them 
less likely to drop out. The literature goes even further to indicate that social integration is 
particularly important for Black students attending predominately White colleges (Fleming, 
1984). With respect to social integration, Tinto (1995) says that this integration does not 
necessarily occur at the campus level but in smaller subcultures of the campus. 
Allen (1985) studied Black student involvement on campus in the context of success. 
He felt that involvement in race-specific organizations facilitate involvement in the campus 
at large. Through his research, Allen, developed an "interpersonal accomplishment" 
hypothesis: 
Interpersonal accomplished Blacks are more involved in a number of Black 
student specific campus life activities. Their expertise in inter-personal 
relations lead to regular participation in Black student organizations activities, 
better relations with faculty and more favorable views of university support 
services... Drawing on their learned inter-personal skills Black students 
managed to create and maintain favorable social relationships with Black and 
White faculty and students on campus. (p. 145) 
According to Allen, as students become more comfortable with their racial identity 
they are more likely to display interest and openness in both cultural and non-cultural 
activities. Astin (1984) looks at involvement as a concept of understanding college 
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experiences as talent development. This concept looks at desired outcomes associated with 
desired changes in student development, and a way to understand student motives and 
behavior. The concept of involvement also has a theoretical basis in personal investment 
(Maehr & Braskamp, 1986). This is based on the notion that students make decisions to 
invest their time, talents, and energy in activities in which there is substantial meaning gained 
from the involvement, that are influenced by their personal goals and by the opportunities in 
the environment that can fulfill their personal goals. 
Astin's theory of involvement is crucial to the success of students in higher education 
and, in particular, it is of great importance for the identity development by African American 
students. Their involvement in predominately Black organizations allows them to become 
connected and have less feeling of isolation. When students feel that they are more connected 
to the institution it opens doors allowing them to venture into areas that will not only 
physically challenge them but also psychologically challenge them. Interactions with faculty 
and staff, both White and Black, other students, and organizations that have strong academic 
as well as a social focus, will enable African American students to take advantage of areas 
they may not have ventured into before. These ventures may later prove successful in 
furthering their educational gains. 
African American Students 
Little attention has been given to how racial identity attitudes affect the daily 
functioning and decision making of minority students on predominately White campuses. 
This section looks briefly at the history of African Americans and their entrance into the 
United States educational system, in particular their enrollment and participation at 
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predominately White institutions. Also discussed is how Racial Identity Theory pertaining to 
African American students and their development plays a major role in the success of Black 
students on predominately White campuses. 
America in its youth was a land of opportunity, where success was open to any and 
all who worked hard and possessed strong achievement and entrepreneurial skills, ambitions 
and ingenuity (Astin, 1982). Unfortunately, many African Americans have yet to realize· 
fully the benefits of this "land of opportunity." These benefits, as defmed at predominately 
White institutions, have eluded most African Americans despite their intellectual, cultural, 
and scientific contributions to the development and advancement of the nation. Data indicate 
that African American participation in higher education is more of an opportunity than a 
choice. Black college students on average have one-half a letter grade below those of their 
White classmates (Steele, 1992, p. 70). The retention rate for African American students on 
predominately White campuses is low and continues to decrease steadily (Goodrich, 1978; 
Sedlacek, & Webster, 1978). 
One way of increasing retention (Ott, 1978) is to do a better job in the admission 
selection process. Admission procedures have historically been based on criteria and 
procedures validated on White samples. Studies have shown that usual college admissions 
criteria (i.e., standardized test score), when applied to Blacks, have tended to obtain a lower 
validity than the samples pertaining to White students (Baggaley, 1974; Borgen, 1972 
Sedlacek & Brooks, 1976). Therefore, the traditional admissions predictors are inappropriate 
for African American students. Sedlacek & Brooks (1976) suggest seven key non-cognitive 
predictors in minority admissions: (1) positive self-concepts; (2) understands and deals with 
racism; (3) realistic _self-appraisal; (4) preference for long range goals and ~hort term needs; 
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(5) availability of a strong support system; (6) successful leadership experience; and (7) 
demonstration of community service (p. 7). Universities miss many successful Black 
students by not utilizing these predictors when looking at admissions criteria. 
Black Identity Development Theory 
To understand African American student development, social and environmental 
factors such as economics, ethnic or cultural background, racial and gender biases, and their 
effect on African Americans in American society and student growth on college campuses 
must be examined. Current developmental theories are examining these environmental 
factors to understand how the factors influence African Americans in significant and often 
adverse ways. Student developmental theories often presume that growth of the student 
occurs within a monolingual supportive living/learning environment. This ignores the 
thought that African American students are oftentimes expected to learn and develop within a 
hostile environmentthat may be racially biased and in economically-deprived settings that 
can hinder their development. 
Identity crosses many roads for students, yet researchers must be able to understand 
the importance of Black students' knowing "who I am" which will give students the 
confidence to build upon. Erikson (1968) conceptualizes identity as "being achieved through 
a process of crisis and commitments where individuals explore alternatives and make 
decisions based on their personal investment" (p. 17). This personal investment must be of 
importance to African American students who face the many obstacles on their campus. 
These obstacles challenge African American students to look at their own identity-who they 
are-and decide how, or if, they will assimilate to survive. 
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Historically, only a few theorists have recognized the role of assimilation in a 
student's developmental process. Cross (1971) posited several assimilation models. 
Unfortunately, like most models dealing with students of color, they have neither been 
accepted nor embraced by mainstream theorists. Parhan and Helms (1981) suggest Black 
racial identity development as a way to conceptualize intragroup differences among African 
Americans. 
In the article, "Race and the Schooling of Black Americans," Claude M. Steele (1992) 
discusses how the devaluing of a student due to skin color and stigma that accompanies the 
devaluation leads to the student's devaluing the education system. This devaluation applies 
not only to students who may be below average but also to high achievers as well. When 
Steele mentored a student who was leaving college he found that she began to "disidentify" 
with all things that dealt with achievement. Achievement could ·no longer be what was her 
importance to self-esteem. Steele also discussed his experience in graduate school. He just 
wanted an advanced degree. He struggled to meet deadlines and was not sure what he would 
do as a social psychologist. However, as he began to like the work and the faculty began to 
treat him as if he could do it, he began to think of himself in a different way, a way that gave 
him a new sense of accountability. His self-esteem and motivation rose, and self respect was 
important. There was a change in his self-definition, or identity which came out of being 
treated as a valued person. 
The identity of "who you are" is addressed from first grade through graduate school. 
This idea of identity is a part ofus (African Americans), which allows Kenneth and Mamie 
Clarks' (Steele, 1992) experiment on small children and their dolls to continue to remain 
true. After 50 years most Black children still wanted to play with the White doll. 
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Racial identity theory refers to people's beliefs and attitudes about their own race and 
that of others. This model looks at a process of stages in which, in the final stage, there is an 
acceptance of race as a positive aspect. Cross (1971) developed a model based upon a theory 
of psychological Nigresence or the "process of being Black" (p. 19). Cross identifies the 
following five racial stages as: 
6. The Pre-encounter stage is characterized by devaluation of the Black culture. There 
is a desire for acculturation and assimilation with the dominant culture. There is an 
unquestioning world-view of self. A person in this stage of development thinks, acts 
and behaves in ways that idolize members of the dominant culture. 
7. The Encounter stage is characterized by movement against the dominant culture who 
is perceived as the aggressor. A social or personal event may move an individual in 
this stage from the old view of the world toward a more receptive interpretation of 
identity or condition. 
8. The Immersion-Emersion stage is characterized by increasing awareness of pride in 
Black culture. An individual in this stage turns away from the dominant culture: is 
angered by racism, becomes immersed in Black experiences, and denigrates the 
dominant race and their culture. 
9. The Internalization stage is characterized by the emergence of a positive, personally 
relevant Black identity from the inside. It becomes possible to renegotiate their 
position with respect to Whites and White society. Persons begin to see the strengths 
and weaknesses in all cultures of people. 
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10. The Internalization-Commitment stage is characterized by not only internalizing the 
new identity but it is also committed to sharing the new identity with other members 
of the group and the larger society. 
The Cross model has been subject to interpretation and replication by many authors 
and researchers (Fairchild, 1985; Parma & Helms, 1981) and others have compared this 
model to Erikson's model of identity development (Phinney & Alipuria,1987). Eriksonian 
theory states that if the transitional period between childhood and adulthood, known as 
adolescence, is artificially extended, the problem of establishing an identity will become 
exaggerated, but must be resolved. In a study of ethnic minority urban college students, 
Phinney and Alipuria (1987) hypothesized that ethnicity was a significant part of Black 
student development and achieved identity. Comparing their study to Erikson's belief that 
one's personal history affects one's identity development and that crisis and commitment is 
the process through which one achieves identity, Phinney and Alipuria ex~ined the 
relationship between ethnic identity, self-esteem and ethnic attitudes. They found that 
ethnicity was rated more important by minorities than by Whites and that there was a definite 
relationship between ethnicity and identity. They concluded that ethnicity was as important 
to identity development as other traditionally studied areas (p. 20). 
African American Culture 
Doris Wright (1987) states that, to understand minority student development 
thoroughly, an examination of their ethnic or cultural background and racial biases must 
occur. Early research and theoretical models of student development fall short in 
characterizing clearly the culture specific aspects of development. Fredrick D. Harper, 
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Media for Change, "states that universities have been slow to adjust their policies and culture 
to the basic needs of all students. Therefore, Black students are forced to establish their own 
culture in order to address their own needs of growth and mental health" ( cited in Wright, p. 
258). 
In addition to the enormous range of pressures in school, Black students must handle 
cultural biases and learn how to bridge their Black culture with that of the whole university. 
Decesare, Sedlacek, and Brooks (1972) found that students who could make this transition 
were likely to stay in school. Pfeifer and Sedlacek (1974) also noted that successful Black 
students are inclined toward and experienced in taking a less common path to obtain goals 
than successful White students. This is caused by cultural differences between Black and 
Whites in which self concept is put into practice. · 
Culture is an essential aspect of all people, and consists of the behavior patterns, 
symbols, institutions, values, language, religion, ideas, habits of thinking, artistic expression 
and patterns of social and interpersonal relationships (Banks, 1987; Lum, 1986). Cultural 
identity is then based on traits and values within many micro-cultures learned as part of ones 
ethnic origin, religion, gender, age, socioeconomic level, language and geographic region 
(Goilnick & Chinn, 1°970). Culture affects the African American tradition of extended 
families, in which the church plays an important part of that family. The interest of the 
macro-culture and the micro-culture begins to form individual cultural identity. Often many 
African American students are not entrenched into the macro-culture until they arrive on a 
college campus,. a campus where they begin to fill isolated and alienated from familiar or 
comfortable surroundings. These students may leave the institution, never feeling as if they 
entrenched themselves on a predominately White campus. 
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An article by Gossett, Cuyjet and Cockriel (1981) discusses the concept of mattering 
and marginality, defined by Rosenberg and McCullough as important to the success of 
students and, in particular, minority students at predominantly White institutions. Mattering 
as defined by Rosenberg and McCullough ( 1981) is: " 'a motive': the feeling that others 
depend on us, are interested in us, are concerned with our fate, or experience us as an ego-
extension which exercises a powerful influence on our actions" (p. 165). It is the belief that 
we matter which motivates our behavior. Rosenberg and McCullough identified the 
following five components of mattering: (a) attention; (b) importance; (c) dependence; (d) 
ego-extension; and ( e) appreciation. 
Marginality is defined by Rosenberg and McCullough (1981) "as the perception that 
one does not fit in, is not significant, and is not needed. The larger the difference between 
one's former role and a new role, the more marginal that person may feel, especially if that 
individual has no norms for the new role." Minority students, oftentimes when entering an 
institution, are very insecure and feel they are not being cared about in a familiar way. This 
can be the case when talking to African American students who are leaving a very nurturing, 
cultural family environment in which their identity has been formed, and moving to an 
environment that is stripped of those securities. However, once a connection is formed in a 
subculture or peer group, with faculty and staff, or in a class room, a new sense of mattering 
occurs. When students feel they matter, they are more likely to persist and be successful 
Astin (1984). 
As with many identity theories, most practitioners looking at development do not 
place a high emphasis on cultural identity. However, if this area is not addressed, especially 
with the future increase of minority and international students entering colleges, other current 
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theories are less accurate when extended to ethnic groups. If current theories fail to address 
the cultural context, they ignore both healthy and unhealthy cultural attitudes held by 
individuals. Each person is viewed autonomously without a consideration of influences of 
cultural norms or values that he or she brings along. 
Culture identity models that examine how individuals are connected to various groups 
can be a valuable resource. Ho (1987) describes six factors that distinguish ethnic groups as 
references to groups from middle-class White Americans. Ethnic groups must be viewed in 
the light of the following factors: 
1. The ethnic group's reality: racism and poverty dominate the lives of many 
ethnic minorities. 2. The impact of external systems on the cultures of the 
ethnic group: ethnic minority groups experience tension created by conflicting 
values between their ethnic culture and white American values. 3. 
Biculturalism: ethnic minorities are members of two cultural systems, and 
their level of acculturation to both systems should be considered in 
understanding them as members of an ethnic group. 4. Ethnicity differences 
in a group's status: historical roots and government and governmental 
relationships of a particular ethnic group in the United States indicate or mark 
the group's status. 5. Ethnicity and language: ethnicity is experienced and 
persists through language. 6. Ethnicity and social classification: individuals 
may act in accordance with their perceived class interest in some situations 
and in accordance with their cultural preferences or identity in other 
situations. (p. 22) 
When looking at Afrocentric culture, we know that most African Americans are 
familiar with their dehumanizing history and the institutions of slavery, racism, prejudice and 
discrimination. Because of this, historical inferiority to Whites was adapted as a culture 
identity. With the civil rights movement in the 1960s came a significant positive change in 
the collective cultural identity of African Americans (Jenkins, 1983). This inferiority was 
replaced by a sense of pride, which forms a basis for a healthy self-concept (Fleming, 1984; 
Poussaint, 1972). 
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Asante (1988) argues that the only way to understand African Americans is through 
an Afrocentric philosophy. One must understand not only the culture and values of Africa 
but also the philosophies about the nature of human beings and how one should attempt to 
live. Asante (1988) describes five levels of developing an Afrocentric perspective: (1) skin 
recognition: one accepts that his or her skin and cultural heritage is Black; (2) environmental 
recognition: one see the environment indicating blackness through discrimination and abuse; 
(3) personality awareness: one begins to accept and view African American cultural values 
and traditions as positive; (4) interest concerns: one accepts all the principles of the first three 
levels and demonstrates concern and interest in the problems of African Americans; and (5) 
Afrocentric awareness: one moves to a conscious level of involvement in the struggle for his 
or her own mind liberation. It is only at this level that the person is aware of the collective 
conscious will and has the strength to try to eradicate every trace of powerlessness. 
Summary 
The literature review examined student involvement and Astin's (1984) theory of 
involvement, and its importance to African American students' success on predominantly 
White campuses. African American identity issues and Black development theory were also 
explored as they relate to African American culture. The literature pertaining to these issues 
indicates that African American students' culture, identity and involvement are crucial to 
their success in meeting their goals in higher education and, in particular, their ability to 
obtain a degree on a predominately White campus. Unless students know who they are and 
administrators understand the impact that culture, environment and identity play in the 
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success of Black students, it is unlikely that the attrition rates of African Americans will 
climb to higher levels. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
RESEARCH METHOD 
Introduction 
Use of qualitative methods involves detailed descriptions of situations, events, 
people, interactions and observed behaviors, the use of direct quotations from people about 
their experiences and attitudes, and the anajysis of documents (Patton, 1990). This is done 
through reflexive accounting "which calls for the researcher to substantiate their 
interpretations and findings with a reflexive account of themselves and the process of the 
research" (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 489). The goal of this research is to examine the 
success of African American students at a predominately White campus through their 
campus involvement. I will examine the significant role that Black student identity 
development and the cultural environment play in the choices African American students 
make in becoming involved and the motivation leading them to success. 
Upcraft and Schuh (1996) contend that the " ... most important instn,unent in a 
qualitative study is the researcher because the researcher plays an absolutely pivotal role in 
the research process" (p. 59). Bloom (1998) adds that "Interpretive researchers assume that 
there is no sharp distinction between (the content of discovery and context of justification) 
and that the values, interests, etc. of the inquirer are always an important aspect of the 
investi&ation" (p. 2). 
Bogdan and Biklen (1992) define qualitative research in terms of five characteristics. 
One characteristic is that the researcher acts as the key data collection instrument. The 
research takes place in a comfortable area with a relaxed atmosphere, allowing the researcher 
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to be conscious about making interpretations while watching the respondent interactions 
from many different views other than the view of the researcher. The focus group meeting 
was held in a student lounge located in the Universities residence halls where students live 
and interact. It was a very relaxed and comfortable atmosphere as the respondents sat in a 
open circle facing each other during the discussion. This atmosphere not only enabled the 
students to answer questions formed by the researcher but also they felt comfortable 
following up with each other as they oftentimes expanded the question or answers to one 
another. 
The individual interview setting was slightly more formal than the focus group 
meeting. Each student met in the researcher's conference room. A table separated the 
researcher and the respondents during the interview process. The questions were asked one 
by one, and the participants responded with their answers in the same manner. Very seldom 
did the student stray off-track during the session by adding additional information regarding 
the question. 
Another characteristic is that the qualitative researcher seeks to describe. In 
examining African American student involvement, culture, and identity, my objective was to 
allow the respondents to develop a rich and deep description of their experiences in these 
areas though their own interpretations of the research questions. 
The fourth characteristic is that research is analyzed inductively. In analyzing the 
data, I did not seek to prove or disprove a hypothesis. General research questions were 
developed following the literature review for the purpose of framing and grounding the 
study. These questions were used as a guide, but did not limit the study to a set of expected 
outcomes. 
28 
The final characteristic is that meaning is of essential concern to the qualitative 
approach. This type of research allowed me to capture the essence of the multiple, ever-
changing realities experienced by the respondents. What was reality to one respondent at one 
point in time may or may not have been reality for that respondent or the other respondents at 
the same point or at a different point in time. As contexts changed there was the possibility 
that reality would also change. 
Study Setting 
The study was conducted at Iowa State University in Ames. Iowa State is a 
predominantly White land-grant institution with an enrollment of approximately 25,000 
students. African American students are approximately two percent of the total population. 
This study site was selected because of size, opportunity, convenience and knowledge of the 
institution. 
Respondents 
The respondents were identified through purposeful sampling, which selects a sample 
from which the most knowledge about the research questions can be gained. The 
respondents were identified from a list of thirty students referred by a university staff 
member who works with African American students in the residence halls. The researcher 
sent letters of participation (Appendix A) to each student on the list. Ten students responded 
to the letter and were contacted by phone to gather follow-up information on each student's 
grade point average, class year, and commitment. Seven of the ten students met the criteria 
and were invited to participate. When the focus group met only five of the seven attended. 
These were the five respondents who were used for the study, and were asked to sign the 
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Informed Consent form (Appendix B). The following criteria were used to select the top 
seven respondents: 
1. Age - Much of the literature that exists on identity development and student 
involvement deals with traditional college students. In order to relate this study to the 
existing literature, it was advantageous to study students in the 18-24 year old age 
range. 
2. Year in college - Sophomores through seniors had a better chance of being involved 
in a full spectrum of activities. In addition, they needed to show some record of 
success in the college academic career by maintaining a grade point average of2.50 
or above. 
3. Racial identity - Racial identity was important by virtue of the theoretical famework 
used for this study. Black identity theory seeks to explain the basis of race and 
identity formation (Cross, 1978). 
4. Campus involvement - Campus involvement was important in examining the nature 
of the curricula and co-curricular activities the students were involved in, and their 
rationale for becoming involved. Each respondent must be actively involved in a 
minimum of two campus organizations. 
The identity of the respondents was kept confidential in the coding and reporting of the data. 
The data were coded such that the identities of the respondents were evident only to the 
researcher. Each respondent is identified by a pseudonym in the thesis. 
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Data Collection 
The primary data collection techniques for this study were interviews and focus 
groups. Interviews and focus group were used to broaden the depth of the data by providing 
the respondents with the opportunity to share their personal experiences. 
Focus group 
The focus group was the first interview process chosen because of the opportunity 
made· available for the researcher and the respondents to establishes trust, rapport and 
authentic commitment in a relaxed atmosphere. The focus group was also held first because 
it provided a semi-structure, leading to the possibility of getting more comparable data 
between respondents. "Focus groups are an increasingly popular qualitative research method 
designed to gather feedback regarding the perceptions and attitudes of a small representative 
group about a specific topic" (Crook, Cufaud, Mason, & Smithhisler (1997, p. 4). This 
process flowed freely from question to question, which oftentimes led to many different 
perspectives of a topic. This approach is much more spontaneous and relies on a natural flow 
of conversation (Patton, 1990). The students were asked a question that they all answered 
adding information that explained their own particular situations in depth. The conversations 
were tape-recorded along with notes taken by the researcher. 
Individual interviews 
The individual interviews were much more structured, in that general questions were 
formulated ahead of time, and the respondents were expected to answer the same set of 
general questions within the framework of the defined problem (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
However, there was a confront level to these ind~vidual interviews that allowed for a feeling 
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of being unstructured, allowing the researcher to develop additional interview questions on 
the basis of responses to the questions. These were specific questions presented to 
whomever was being interviewed, thus the additional questions varied from respondent to 
respondent. Each student was asked the same set of open-ended questions to which they 
could respond. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985): 
The purposes for doing an interview include, among others, obtaining here-
and-now constructions of persons, events, activities, organizations, feelings, 
motivations, claims, concerns, and other entities; reconstruction's of such 
entities as experienced in the past; projections of suclJ_ entities as they are 
expected to be experienced in the future; verification, emendation, and 
extension of information ( constructions, reconstructions, or projections) 
obtained from other sources, human and non-human (triangulation); and 
verification, emendation, and extension of constructions developed by the 
inquirer (member checking). (p. 268) 
The respondents participated in two individual interviews, each lasting approximately 
sixty minutes. The length of the interviews varied according the respondent's tendencies to 
talk more on certain topics as well as talk very little on others. The interviews were taped for 
the purpose of ensuring accuracy. The purpose of the interviews was to allow the 
respondents to share their thoughts, feeling, and experiences. At the conclusion of each 
interview the respondents were asked if they would like to share anything else, which gave 
them the opportunity to clarify responses and share additional thoughts, ideas and 
experiences. 
Focus Group and Individual Interview Questions 
The focus group, which focused on the respondent's family, environment, goals 
and more non-intrusive information, provided insight for the development of specific 
interview questions for the individual interview process. The questions asked during the 
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focus group were based on the objectives in Chapter 1, which were to determine: (1) whether 
African American students ·view their acceptance on campus as a function of their 
involvement; (2) whether African American students believe that being involved affects their 
academic success; (3) what effects culture, environment, and identity have on African 
American students' decision to be involved; (4) which activities have the greatest effects on 
the academic success of African American student; and (5) what does success mean, and how 
the definition is formed. The focus groups questions were: 
1. Where are you from, your siblings, living environment? (self-examination) 
2. What were your high school years like? (good student, involved) 
3. How did you know about ISU? 
4. What made you decide to attend ISU? 
5. How do you find the ISU community? 
6. When you hear the word involvement, what do you think of? 
7. How does involvement apply to you? 
8. Do you study with members of students in the organizations you belong to, or with 
friends not in your organizations? 
9. If you were not involved in high school, what made you decide to become involved at 
ISU? 
10. Were you involved in your high schools or other groups? 
11. What type of support do you receive from the organizations you belong to? 
12. What is your definition of success? 
13. Is there anything that I haven't asked you that you would like to share? 
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The questions for the individual interviews were a more personal. Some of the 
individual interview questions were built upon responses from the focus group. The 
following individual questions/statements were used in the first interview: 
1. Tell me about your family and the environment you lived in. 
2. What do you miss most about the years you lived at home? 
3. Did you always know that you were going to go to College? If yes, explain how you 
knew. If no, explain how and why you are here. 
4. What are your strengths and weaknesses? 
5. Where or with whom do you find your support? 
6. Where do you see yourself in 5 years? Ten years? 
7. Before college did you see yourself as a leader or a follower? And why? 
8. Who do you look upon as a role model or a mentor in your life? And why? 
9. How do you see yourself as a person? As a student? 
10. Do you think others see you in the same way or different? If different, how? 
11. How does involvement apply to you? 
12. What motivates you? If not involved, why? 
13. What type of organizations are you involved in? 
14. While there are advantages to getting involved on campus, some students find 
barriers that prevent their involvement. Which is the one major barrier that prevents 
you from being involved? 
15. Do the organizations have a strong academic or social focus? 
16. Describe to me your feelings on involvement and academics. Do you think that it 
helps in your staying at Iowa State? 
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17. Name two things that you feel are important to you in this life. What makes them 
important to you? 
18. Is there anything that I haven't asked you that you would like to share? 
The second interview began where the first interview ended, with more detailed 
questions asked regarding the student's participation in organizations and Cross' (1978) 
stages of Black identity: 
1. How many organizations are you currently involved in? Of those organizations, how 
many do you attend regularly? 
2. How many organizations do you hold an office or on a committee? 
3. What type of support do you receive from the organizations you belong to? 
4. How does your involvement help in your own personal growth? Academic growth? 
5. Are the organizations that you choose to be involved in predominately Black 
organizations or a mixed group of students? 
6. What type ofrelationship do you have with members of your organization outside the 
meeting times? 
7. What special attributes do you bring to the organization(s) that you participate in? 
8. What does blackness mean to you? 
9. Can you think of a time in your life that you didn't think about being Black? 
10. When or at what place in your life did you know you were Black? 
11. Do you think you view the world from a Black frame of reference? 
12. Are you confident with your blackness_and have you always felt that way? 
13. Would you say that you are able to embrace your blackness and concern yourself with 
the issues of other people? 
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14. Have you had personal experiences that put you in touch with your blackness? 
15. As a Black man/woman have you ever felt alienated by Black people? 
16. Being a part of Black organization had influence on your identity? 
17. Is there anything that I haven't asked you that you would like to share? 
Data Analysis 
All individual interviews and the focus group were tape-recorded and transcribed by 
the researcher. Data were then "unitized", or separated into smaller pieces of information. 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) state that a unit of data must posses two characteristics: 
First, it should be heuristic, that is aimed at some understanding or some 
action that the inquirer needs to have or to take. . .. Second, it must be the 
smallest piece of information about something that can stand by itself, that is, 
it must be interpretable in the absence of any additional information other than 
a broad understanding of the context in which the inquiry is carried out. (p. 
345) 
For this report the unitized data were sentences, phrases or paragraphs that expressed the 
steps respondents took toward their academic goal of being successful. 
The individual units of data were placed on index cards and coded according to 
source and collection episode. The data were coded such that it was possible for the 
researcher to track the original source, but not possible for anyone else to identify the 
respondents. Data were analyzed using the constant comparative method "which consists of 
comparing incidents applicable to each category, integrating categories and their properties, 
delimiting the theory and writing the theory" (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p 105). This process 
of constant comparison stimulates thought that leads to both descriptive and explanatory 
categories. The process for categorizing data was as follows: 
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1. The card was read and its content was noted. The card was then placed into a 
category. 
2. The next card was read and compared to the other cards. If the unit was the same as 
the previous one it was placed into the same category. If it was different it was 
placed into another category. 
3. This process continued until all of the units of data ere placed into a category. 
4. After all of the units of data were in a category the categories were reviewed for 
overlap. In cases where there was overlap, the unit of data was broken down further 
and placed into the appropriate categories. 
5. The categories were compared to each other for relationships and themes. As the 
comparison continued, general themes emerged. 
6. I concluded that the categorization was complete based on "exhaustion of sources (all 
though sources may be recycled and tapped multiple times); saturation of categories 
( continuing data collection produces tiny increments of new information in 
comparison to the effort expended to get them); emergence of regularities- a sense of 
"intergration" (although care must be exercised to avoid a false conclusion 
occasioned by regularities occurring at a more simplistic level than the inquirer 
should accept); and overextension-the sense that new information being unearthed is 
very far removed from the core of any of the viable categories that have emerged (and 
does not contribute use fully to the emergence of additional viable categories)." 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 350). 
7. Each category set was reviewed a last time to make sure nothing was missed. 
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Trustworthiness 
Trustworthiness simply looks at "how can an inquire persuade his or her audiences 
(including self) that the findings of an inquiry are worth paying attention to or taking account 
of' (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 290). The concept of trustworthiness in qualitative research is 
comparable to the concepts of validity and reliability in quantitative research. In .qualitative 
research trustworthiness speaks to whether or not the research that's being collected is of 
interest and whether or not research techniques that result in consistent data are being used. 
The criterion areas for establishing trustworthiness in the study were credibility, 
transferability and dependability and confirmability. 
Credibility 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) contend that the most crucial goal in qualitative research is 
establishing credibility through techniques such as triangulation, member checks and peer 
debriefing. Triangulation refers to "the use of multiple-data-collection methods" (Glesne & 
Peshkin, 1992 p. 24). Data collection methods include the process of collecting the data as 
well as the source of the data. The primary method for data collection was interviews. Focus 
groups and individual interviews were conducted. The data sources used were 
documentations and respondents. 
Another method to achieve credibility is member checks, "whereby data, analytic 
categories, interpretations, and conclusions are tested with members of those stake-holding 
groups from whom the data were originally collected" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 314). The 
respondents were given the opportunity to review the transcripts and the information 
obtained from other documents and respond to their findings. Once the respondents 
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reviewed their transcribed documents they had the opportunity to clarify or make changes to 
the transcripts. When they felt the transcript addressed their thoughts and ideas each 
respondent initialed their documents for approval. 
The final method used was peer debriefing, which is "a process of exposing oneself to 
a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an analytic session and for the purpose of 
exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain only implicit within the 
inquirer's mind" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 308). After general themes were established the 
researcher gave summaries to peers who were made up of an academic advisor, a Director of 
Career Services, and an Associate Dean of Research, who subsequently read and asked 
questions about the interpretations made. The feedback received from the peer debriefing 
was used to reexamine information gathered and or make changes to materials that were 
already in place. 
Transferability 
In naturalistic inquiry, the researcher is responsible for "providing the thick 
description necessary to enable someone interested in making a transfer to reach a conclusion 
about whether transfer can be contemplated as a possibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 316). 
In this research, the researcher attempted to provide detailed descriptions of the setting of the 
study, the thoughts, feelings and ideas of the respondents and the themes that emerged from 
the data. The results of the study may not be generalized to all Black students studying on a 
predominantly White campus, but through the thick description a similar study might be 
conducted or the results from this study might be compared to a similar study to draw 
broader conclusions. 
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Dependability and Confirmabilty 
For dependability of the research, Lincoln and Guba (1994) recommend establishing 
an audit trail and carrying out an external audit by a disinterested auditor. They note, "that 
part of the audit that examines the process results in a dependability judgment, while that part 
concerned with the product ( data and reconstruction) results in a confirmabilty judgment" (p. 
654). For the propose of this study, the audit trail consists of audio tape recordings of 
interview, typed transcripts and field notes of all interviews, and focus group transcripts. 
Reporting the Data 
The results of this study are presented in a report form which includes narratives from 
the respondents. The results of the study are presented in Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
RESULTS OF THE STUDY 
Introduction 
The results of the study are presented in this chapter. The chapter is divided into five 
sections. The first section gives a brief description of each respondent. The next four 
sections are presented according to the themes that emerged from the data. The respondents' 
own narratives are recorded throughout this chapter which enables the reader to "hear" their 
thoughts, experiences, and ideas. 
Respondents 
The respondents are: Kristi, Alexis, Jennifer, Kim, and Richard (pseudonyms). Kristi 
is a junior from Chicago majoring in Biology/Pre-medicine, and preparing for her next step, 
medical school. Kristi's 5-year plan is to be completed with her residency, working as a 
doctor in Pediatrics, while laying the foundation for having her own clinic. Kristi is from a 
single-parent family, whose mother returned back to school after she had her children. 
Before Kristi graduated from high school her mom completed her schooling in nursing. She 
grew up in a neighborhood that was almost exclusively Black, with little interaction with 
other ethnic groups in the community and very little interaction with the Black neighbors 
surrounding her. Since being at Iowa State, she has broadened her experiences living in a 
predominantly Black neighborhood, attending a predominantly White college and living in a 
predominantly White community. One of those adjustment was finding out she had a White 
roommate and the type of relationship they would have. "I had no idea that I would become 
this close to a White girl from Cedar Rapids, Iowa. It was like WOW, I'm living with a White 
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girl. I never knew that she would come sit in my house, talk to my mother, and play with my 
brother. I have learned a lot of things from her that will help me in today's socie"ty. " Kristi 
was glad she faced what she thought was an obstacle to find out it was an opportunity for her 
to grow. 
Alexis is a sophomore from Virginia. She is double-majoring in Political Science and 
International Studies with a focus on Marketing. Even though Alexis came to campus from a 
suburb in Virginia, she spent a few years in St. Louis when she was a child. This enabled her 
to live in two distinctive neighborhoods: one with working class Blacks and another that was 
predominantly White upper-middle class. She is one of three children and feels as if she was 
always the mediator in the home. Alexis notes, "I'm the good child." Alexis' parents are 
both college-educated and place a strong value on education, which has contributed to her 
work ethic in school. "My childhood was very supportive. I think my parents did a good job 
raising the three of us. My parents have always supported me. They never had to push me to 
do my school work because ]just knew I was going to go to college." Alexis sees herself as 
very competitive and feels that her competitiveness helped her to achieve high academic 
performance all through school. 
Jennifer had a much different experience from any of the rest of the respondents. She 
lived in Turkey for seven years, before her parents moved to the United States. Upon 
I 
returning to the U.S., they resided in a predominantly African American neighborhood in 
Kansas City, where both parents taught at the University of Missouri after receiving their 
Ph.D. degrees. Jennifer has a double major in Business and Management Information 
Systems, and a double minor in Political Science and Philosophy. Her next d~stination after 
graduation is law school, and from there to reach her goal of becoming a Justice on the U.S. 
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Supreme Court. Jennifer's education began much differently from the other respondents. 
Because of the superior education she received in Turkey, when she returned to the United 
States she was far ahead of the other students in her school. Being such a young age, the 
school administration would not move her up two grade levels. Instead, she only attended 
elementary school for a day, enabling her to interact yet not get bored. When she did return 
to school full time, she went to a Catholic institution where her parents felt she would receive 
a challenging education. In her senior year at high school, her father decided that it would be 
best for her to attend a predominantly Black public school in the inner city, which was an 
adjustment for Jennifer. She states, "I wasn't accepted when I moved into the inner city 
school because individuals felt that I was better than everyone else. I was conceited and I 
acted White. I was a cheerleader, a White girl. " She was a straight "A" student all through 
school and graduated a year early from high school before coming to Iowa State University. 
Kim is a 20-year-old sophomore from Chicago. She lives in a predominantly African 
American lower-middle-class neighborhood, which forms a very supportive community. 
Kim has a double major in Accounting and Sociology. Within 5 years, she plans to be 
working in an accounting firm while returning to school and receiving her CPA. Her long-
range goal is to open a childcare center adjacent to her father's church. Kim is from a two-
parent household, where her Father is a Minister and her mother has stayed at home to raise 
her and her siblings. Neither parent went on to complete their education after high school. 
Kim's neighborhood is a neighborhood in its truest sense. Everyone interacts with everyone 
else. The neighborhood has played an important role in her life. "There were three churches 
and a neighborhood association that made sure that I didn't have a summer where I was just 
sitting twiddling my thumbs. That was not an option for me. " Kim is the oldest of three girls 
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and is very close to her two younger sisters. She attended an all Black school, with teachers 
who recognized her potential and pushed her to the limit by involving her in academic 
programs. Her academic involvement with a teacher directed her to enroll at Iowa State. "I 
came to Iowa State because a teacher actually felt that I was a good student and I needed to 
be exposed He wanted to make sure I got the exposure that I needed to help me out in life, 
exposure to get me where I needed to get in the world, and the only way I could do that 
effectively was to go to a predominantly White school, a good one. " This led her to begin 
looking at Iowa State University. 
Richard is a 22-year-oldjunior, working hard to rebuild his grade-point-average after 
finally discovering his career choice. Richard plans to major in Human Development and 
Family Studies, with his short-term goal to be a counselor to help inner city youth. "I see 
myself right now in good shape. I'm in college. I'm doing well. I could be doing better but I 
think because I spend a lot of time down on myself. Like I say, I could have done this better 
or I could do that better, but you know what I'm saying. It is kind of hard for me to explain." 
He, like the majority of the respondents, comes from Waterloo and lives in a predominantly 
Black neighborhood with his mother and grandmother. Neither his mother or grandmother 
completed their education beyond the 12th grade. His grandmother did not work; however, 
his mother did work but oftentimes was not living with him at the home of the grandmother. 
An only child, he felt his extended family and neighborhood were his means of social 
support. 
These five respondents have many similarities even though they came from varied 
backgrounds and environments. Two of the respondents were raised in a single-parent 
household and lived in Black neighborhoods. The remaining three students were from two-
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parent families bu~ had very different home environments. One, however, went to mixed 
elementary and high schools, whereas the other respondent went to all Black schools until 
college. Three of the students were first-generation college students, and the remaining two 
had parents who had obtained degrees in higher education. One respondent lived in inner-
city Chicago, in a three-bedroom home that soon became very crowded. The second lived in 
an all-White suburb of Virginia for the majority of her schooling, while the third respondent 
lived in an upper-middle-class Black neighborhood in Kansas City. Each one of these five 
respondents brought with them their own experiences. When they began to share their 
stories, however, they had many similarities which were brought out as the result of having 
the same ethnic background and having to address the same issues of race in our society. 
Themes 
The data from these five students were analyzed, revealing five major themes that 
arose continually: (1) culture and environment; (2) identity; (3) involvement; (4) success; and 
(5) opportunities. These themes are discussed separately, with a summary at the end of each 
section. 
Culture and environment 
The culture and environment of these students are examined through the students' (a) 
family, (b) neighborhood, and (c) school. 
Family: The respondents offered detailed information regarding their families. All of 
the respondents are very close to their families and credit them for accomplishments they 
have achieved. In particular, as many studies have shown, parents' expectations for their 
children's education are often reliable indicators of a student's academic success, behavior, 
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self-concept, and motivation to learn. The following are shared thoughts from three of the 
respondents regarding their family support: 
Kim: I would say family is the biggest support. I mean I could not imagine 
not having them behind me . ... Family is always going to be there. No matter 
what happens, your family is going to see you through. No matter what is 
going on ,in my life, family is a part of it. 
Richard: I got to say I miss just being around my family, that family support, 
because when I am at home I don't have to worry about anything. 
Jennifer: !feel I am successful because of the support.from my family. 
Without them I wouldn't be where I am at today. . .. What I miss most is not 
being with my family, not being able to go to them for help. Having them as a 
resource here, for them to continue to encourage me cause it's kind of hard to 
communicate long distance. You know, the bills start going up. 
They continued their discussion of family focusing on their relationships with 
their siblings. 
Kristi: Before my brother left to go live with his dad, we had a love/hate 
relationship. I love you, I really do, but I can't be around you too long. When 
I left for school we really missed each other. 
Kim: As far as my siblings go, I love them to death. I have a real good 
relationship with them. I didn't think my baby sister would take me leaving 
for school so hard, because she's been with me the least. 
Neighborhood: The respondents described their neighborhood in terms of 
demographics, socioeconomic status or their own personal involvement. Three respondents 
grew up in all Black neighborhoods that ranged from lower to middle class. They described 
their environments in the following ways: 
Kristi: The people who lived in the neighborhood supported each other . . They 
were pretty close knit because their families had been there for awhile. But 
we moved in the neighborhood and we just kept to ourselves. 
Richard: African American, that's the neighborhood I lived in. It wasn't 
really a culture shock coming here, because I was involved in the community. 
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My aunt, was Director of a Senior Citizens Center and I volunteered there 
most of the time. That's where I started my community service. 
Kim: Okay, for a majority of my life, probably the first sixteen years, I stayed 
in the inner city, kind of in between the low income and the lower middle class 
section of Chicago, Illinois ... Growing up I stayed in a three room apartment 
and my family and my mom and them had three kids, and we were in this three 
room apartment, and finally my father just decided that he has to do 
something, to get us more room. 
Two of the five respondents grew up in predominantly White neighborhoods, which 
they felt helped with their adjustment to Iowa State. One noticeable theme in discussing their 
neighborhood and community was the fact that all of the respondents stayed very close to 
home and spent the majority of their time in the house, very seldom interacting within their 
neighborhood. 
Kristi: I've never really been the type of child to go out and play in the 
neighborhood My mom kept me close to my youngest sibling who was jive, so 
most of my playing was in the house. 
Alexis: I was always sort of a homebody. I guess I liked staying at home. 
Jennifer: The majority of my time was spent in the house first, and then 
outside. Very seldom did we go outside. That was our choice, not because 
our parents made us stay in. 
Richard: J was more to myself even though I could have gotten more involved 
in the community. I was somewhat a shy person and stayed to myself 
School: The respondents made several remarks regarding their schooling, from 
demographics to relationships with teachers and advisors to the involvement of parents 
regarding their education. 
Demographics - The schools the respondents attended ranged from public to private 
and from being all White, to mixed, and to all Black. Following is the way they interpreted 
their school environment. 
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Kristi: Our school was fairly mixed in the beginning, but by th~ time I 
graduated it became predominantly African-American. 
Jennifer: My father thought the best education would be in a Catholic school, 
which was all White; and at the time the nuns taught us and they were really 
strict and so forth. Did I have a life? If we didn't have homework, my parents 
would say: hey, read a magazine, newspaper, pick up something and read; so 
they 're really big on educating us outside of school and things ... My senior 
year, my parents chose to put us in predominantly African American schools 
(our last year) to expose us to interacting with African American kids. I am 
glad they did this because exposure to all types of ethnic learning experiences 
is important. 
Alexis: I went to a predominantly White school in Virginia, but before that I 
attended a Black Christian academy grade school in Missouri. 
Relationships - The respondents said that the relationships they developed in their 
schools were positively or negatively affected by their race. Faculty contact positively 
affects African American students' academic expectations. The respondents recalled some of 
the more positive interactions with teachers: 
Kim: My 3rd grade teacher, Miss Kelly, she was the best teacher in the world. 
She introduced me to the University of Chicago. There was also a teacher 
named Afiss Bodair, she took care of Language Arts. They hooked up and 
they saw I had a little skill in writing so they had me writing narrative, which 
got me involved in competitions. In about 8th grade the staff became Black 
and the· quality of the school went down. The White teachers had connections 
with the outside community, so they could get the students involved in other 
things. A lot of my teachers saw that I had potential and it seemed that they 
pushed me into different programs at the University of Chicago. 
Kristi: There was just a lot. of people that I was fortunate to meet. They 
exposed me to a lot of different things. My guidance counselor was the bomb! 
He had all kinds of books rating schools, how to take the ACT and SATs. I 
mean, I spent a whole summer before I even took my ACT, preparing for it. 
There were also negative interactions in their schools that angered students and their 
parents. However, they did not allow this negativity to change their educational direction. 
Instead, it made them more determined to succeed. One of the respondents who wanted to 
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take a larger role in the organization was running for a leadership position and was angry at 
the response from the advisor: 
Kristi: The advisor told me that I had a job and I couldn't have a position 
because I wouldn't have the time to dedicate. That angered me because I had 
to work to help with expenses, and it is unfair because others' parents can 
afford to pay certain fees. 
Kim: I remember the teacher telling my mom, well she did really well on the 
test but we just think it may be just by chance or something. My mother was 
like, no, my daughter is smart. 
Richard: My counselor basically told me that you 're not cut out for a four-
year college, so you should go to a community college. She gave me a list of 
community colleges even though I didn't want to do that. Talking to my 
Upward Bound counselor, he said if I apply myself I can go to any University 
that I want to. 
The statements from the students who attended all Black schools had to either build 
the relationships with the counselors and teachers themselves, or disprove the negative 
stereotype that was brought to them by White teachers who did not believe they could be 
successful. 
Academic Support - Many of the respondents attended programs that were offered to 
them allowing them to further their educational experiences. 
Jennifer: The school in the inner city did not offer AP (advanced placement) 
courses, so the school district would provide a grant for students who wanted 
to take more challenging courses. I went to a community college and took 
courses there. These courses were transferable to any university, and 
students could take advantage of the opportunity to participate. 
Kim: I spent the summer of my 6th, ih, and 8th grade year at the University of 
Chicago program for math and science students. I was involved in all kinds 
of writing programs, math competitions, and all kinds of things, magnet 
school stuff 
Kristi: I was in a summer program throughout high school, which is like a 
summer program for minority students in the-Chicago area interested in 
health and medical careers. 
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Parental Support - The families of the respondents played important roles in the 
education of their children. One respondent commented on the lack of knowledge her parent 
had about the education system. 
Kristi: My mother, who has always been a very good influence, she made my 
decisions when I couldn't make them for myself. My mother didn't always do 
things intentionally but they always helped me in the end. Like she never had 
any idea that reading to me every night, that I was internalizing these stories 
to the point that even though I couldn't recognize a word of it she said, I could 
flip and tell you the whole story. 
Kim: My mother pretty much always brought home workbooks, go to 
Walgreen and get the little workbooks and learn how to trace your numbers 
or do a little math. And my Iowa test scores showed that I was above average 
in my first grade class. 
Richard: My mother said I needed to get my act together or I would be 
transferred out. My last two years I got involved in Upward Bound program, 
which helped me pull my grades up. 
Summary and discussion 
All families had close relationships with the respondents and supported them in their 
academic endeavors. Race, however, played a major factor in the experiences the 
respondents had with their families, neighborhoods, and schools. As they developed positive 
or negative relationships at school, they were influenced by their race. The respondents all 
put the relationship of family as the most important factor in their lives. They were very 
emphatic in their views that without their family support they would not be where they are 
today. The foundation made at home gave them the persona that they carried with them to 
their classroom. This persona, along with wanting to learn, gave their teachers the 
opportunity to see their full potential towards success. That encouragement and praise 
continued to reinforce their belief in becoming successful. 
50 
Identity 
The respondents discussed the different aspects of their identity development. The 
themes include: (1) assimilation; (2) blackness; (3) frame ofreference; and (4) influence of 
Black organizations. 
Assimilation: Fallowing are a few statements made by the students when asked if 
they felt they had assimilated to the majority culture in Iowa and on campus. 
Kristi: I think I've been able to maintain my identity and my own culture and 
everything and not assimilate to conform to their ideas. However, there are 
still things that they do that are important for me to learn, so in that degree I 
must assimilate. 
When discussing assimilation two of the students felt that others saw them as 
assimilating to a dominate culture but they saw this as their own cultural preference 
of who they chose to be involved with. Some respondents discussed that their 
greatest interactions were with students of color socially. However, Jennifer felt that 
the majority of her interactions outside of her minority support groups meetings were 
with White students. 
Kristi: I'm not going to stop growing. I think my identity and personality is 
stable but new things are being added to it. I'm always the person that I 
always have been but I have new ideas. I've been exposed to new things and 
know how to respond to different situations and that's because of my 
experiences here. 
Richard: I was never part of the in crowd so people push me away and, right 
there, my self image would go down. I have a problem on how people view 
me. Black students see me and I'm not dressed in certain attire and they push 
me away. I'm not the one to dog out women, so the guys see me as a square 
or trying to be White. 
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Blac:kness: When asked about their blackness, the respondents had many different 
thoughts on it: (a) meaning of blackness/blackness realized; (b) blackness reinforced; ( c) 
identifying with blackness; and ( d) commonality of the Black experience. 
Meaning of blackness - Each respondent had a different meaning or ideology of what 
blackness meant. A couple of responses were: 
Richard: Blackness to me is a state of mind. There really is not true 
blackness. It is whom you identify with. 
Kristi: Blackness describes a lifestyle. Blackness entails the way a person 
thinks and acts. It doesn 't describe the way a person dresses or even the 
manner in which they conduct themselves, meaning that blackness is not the 
loud obnoxious stereotype that people think of when they think of Black. It is 
a certain pride and acknowledgement of our past. 
Blackness reinforced - Since the realization of their blackness, the respondents have 
had several experiences that reinforced their blackness. The experiences had to do with their 
feeling of being treated differently from a White person. In their own words: 
Nicole: I remember the teacher telling my mom, well she did really well on 
the test but we just think it may be just by chance or something. My mother 
was like, no, my daughter is smart. 
Richard: Most recently, it was kind of funny actually. I was doing a picnic 
before school started with our organization. I had to go to one of the other 
residence halls to pick up the grill and other equipment. As I was pulling out 
of my parking spot at the halls, a police car stopped right in front of me 
blocking the driveway not allowing me out. They asked me for my ID., was I 
a student here, where was I taking the grill and why I had a University 
vehicle. I answered their questions and they never gave me any reason for 
blocking me in the driveway. I could have gotten really angry and told the 
organization, but instead I chose to deal with at my own personal level and 
not get everyone involved. 
Jennifer: My freshman year I was in the shower and this young lady decides 
she is going to take a shower at the same time. So I am trying to get in and 
get out. This young lady turned and looked at me and I said, we have a 
problem here, and she said, yeah, my mother told me that niggers turn into 
devils at midnight and they have tails. 
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Kristi: I have always known that I was Black. It really became evident when I 
transferred from a racially mixed school to a completely African American 
school. I looked around and everyone looked like me. 
Identifying with blackness - The respondents chose to identify their blackness 
through goals they have set in their environment. 
Alexis: My mom has always told me that you can do whatever you want to 
do. Just put your mind to it and I felt like, yeah, I can do that. 
Kristi: I have been fortunate enough to have people close to me that are 
concerned about me reaching my goals and they have the same goals in mind. 
Commonality of the Black experience - Many of the respondents identified their 
blackness through the importance of their spirituality. The role of religion and spiritual 
development are two related dimensions that are frequently important to African American 
students. 
Kim: I feel my Christianity is important to me. I base most everything on my 
Christianity. Without it, I would be crazy, just because of the experience life 
throws at you. I mean my first semester here, if I didn't know how to pick up . 
the Bible and if I didn't know how to pray for myself, I really think that I 
wouldn 't have made it, because that period was so stressful for me. 
Richard: Yes, church every Sunday. I didn't realize how important church 
was to my wholeness until I came here and really missed church. 
Alexis: One thing we need to mention as important too, is spirituality. You 
gotta have that, too. I know you gotta attend church, and I know sometimes 
its hard, but you gotta keep in touch with the man upstairs, GOD. He can 
help you out of certain situations. 
Kim: I find my strength and support in family. This includes my church 
family because they have been awesome. 
Frame of reference: Additional questions asked were related to their view of the 
world. Did they view the world from a Black frame of reference? One student talked about 
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how she felt when she was placed in an academic program with a large number of White 
students. Another shared her strong sense of seeing things differently because she is Black. 
Kim: At first I kind of felt intimidated by them. I felt like the schooling they 
had was better than what I had. They were better prepared for this college 
preparatory school that they were attending together. I kind of felt like I was 
at a disadvantage and I had to kind of overcome that disadvantage. 
Kristi: I see the world from a Black frame of reference. African Americans 
see certain situations different from others. For instance, I walk into a store 
and a sales person ignores me. I take that as an insult, whereas a Caucasian 
person may not have a problem with it. 
Additional questions asked were related to their view of the world. Did they view the 
world from a Black frame of reference? One student talked about how she felt when she was 
placed in an academic program with a large number of white students. 
Kim: At first I kind of felt intimidated by them. I felt like the schooling they 
had was better than what I had. They were better prepared for this college 
preparatory school that they were attending together. I kind of felt like I was 
at a disadvantage and I had to kind of overcome that disadvantage. 
Kristi: I see the world from a Black frame of reference. African Americans 
see certain situations different from others. For instance, I walk into a store 
and a salesperson ignores me; I take that as an insult, whereas a Caucasian 
person may not have a problem with it. 
Influence of [ISU] Black organizations: The respondents felt it was important to be 
involved in Black organizations. These organizations contributed to their growth, campus 
survival, as well as their understanding of their identity. 
Kim: What keeps me here is when I can go to a BSA (Black Student 
Allaiance) meeting and see everybody there. It is a relief because you know 
that I'm not on this campus by myself Everyone knows what I'm going 
through, and I understand what he or she is going through and it some how 
makes it better. The other thing is making your own individual friends that 
you have specific things in common. 
Richard: My involvement with UDA (Union Drive Association), IRHA (Intra 
Residence Hall Association) and other groups was I met the president of the 
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UDA (Union Drive Association) who said that African American males are 
basically a statistic and they don't like to get involved and they won't make a 
difference anyway. I took it personally and decided to strive to make a 
difference in my life and people around me. 
. Kristi: The support groups can help with any issues on campus, like going to 
class; and because you 're the only one in the class you represent everyone. 
Being able to have someone that you can share this with helps tremendously. 
Example: Why did your mother name you Kristi? Why did your mother name 
you Mary? 
Jennifer: !feel that the MSG (Minority Support Group) is my nitch. The type 
of support I get is both academically and individually, believe it or not. 
Vanessa will pick up the phone 3 times a week and say: hey, how ya doing; is 
everything ok; do you need anything? So, it's a check and balance thing that 
she does. As far as other organizations that are associated with my major, 
what I get from them is a network with them, and not necessarily saying that I 
don't enjoy being with them; I do, but my purpose is to network and find out, 
hey, which company is doing this or which opportunity is out there available 
for me, and that's what I utilize them for. 
Richard: MCAG (Multi Cultural Awareness Group) is like a family I can go 
to my cabinet and talk about anything. They helped me with my transition. 
Summary and discussion 
The respondents associated with their blackness through the factors of their 
environment in which they were raised. These factors gave them a plethora of experiences 
they could draw from, but, in their words, gave them the opportunity to receive information 
and the choice to make a difference in their lives. Black students may have doubts about 
their own ethnic identity, but they must put their psychological energy forward into 
protecting themselves against identity loss. 
The respondents struggled when asked the question, When did they know they were 
Black? All of them felt they were definitely aware of being Black. It was taken for granted, 
and no thought was given to it. Yet, the respondents had very little problem recalling 
incidents when they felt they were treated differently than Whites because they were Black. 
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These were the experiences that reinforced their realization of being Black. Blackness to 
them was who a person is-their culture, clothing, music, history and so much more. 
The respondents were comfortable with embracing their blackness while interacting 
with other groups. The involvement they experienced early in their schooling and the 
continuation of that involvement allowed them to interact with all White groups or mixed 
groups or individuals. When looking at the perception of organizations, they chose both 
predominately Black and White organizations for different reasons. In Black organizations, 
they looked at their cultural interactions, allowing them to feel at home among friends or 
people with common experiences. The organizations often alleviated the sense of loneliness 
or not belonging. In conversations with other Black students it dispelled the myth of being 
uneducated, unsuccessful, lacking motivation, or being a statistic. 
Joining a predominately White organization was based on a different perception for 
the respondents. These were organizations that respondents felt would give them the 
opportunity to learn more about their career area, and interact regularly with faculty and staff 
in their major area. It was an opportunity to begin to meet and network with students who 
saw things from another frame of reference than themselves, and it allowed for opportunities 
to obtain knowledge from faculty and students across curriculum while they were preparing 
to achieve their long-range goals. This comfort came in the grounded environment in which 
they were nurtured, enabling them to interact with the majority culture at events and through 
participation in activities. 
When discussing assimilation, they looked at who they are and if they could stand 
true to their identity. However, they also knew there would be times that they would need to 
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compromise their identity or assimilate into the mainstream culture, especially in 
circumstances that would enable them to achieve and obtain their goals. 
Involvement 
Involvement is very important and plays an integral part in the success of these 
respondents. Their involvement in their elementary and secondary education prepared them 
for the barriers they would encounter once they attended a predominantly White campus. 
Their d~:finition of involvement follows: 
Jennifer: Involvement to me is like defining success. It means dedication, 
time management, resources, and opportunities and as stated earlier 
regarding what your GP A is. If that college did not see what you have done 
throughout your academic career, that you had no type of involvement, then 
you have a problem. I say that because involvement helps establish 
relationship skills to be associated with different ethnic groups: how to 
converse and how to react to those individuals, and things like that. 
Richard: To me involvement is commitment, and it has a lot to do with 
relationships. Since I've been involved with this it's been great, and there are 
a lot of opportunities out there for students. 
Alexis: I think for me though, involvement means survival; and I think I 
would not be able to survive on this campus if I did not find my niche. 
The respondents found many benefits to their being involved. These benefits led to 
internships and research opportunities in their majors: 
Alexis: I look at my involvement through reaching one person at a time, and 
if I can do that I feel that I have done my job because they will reach someone 
else like a domino effect. 
Kristi: Involvement in groups, you may be involved with the group but the 
benefits you seek first you look at how it affects you, how you perceive the 
ieformation. 
The discussion then led to the type of organizations the respondents participated in 
and what they received from those organizations. 
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Kim: I am mostly involved in minority groups but I will go out and network 
with the majority population, like students on my floor, but it is hard because 
they just don't understand. They are from Iowa and they can't understand 
other cultures or even people from outside Iowa. 
Jennifer: I have social outlets,- believe it or not, but a majority of my social 
outlet is outside the African American Community. The only time I'm around 
a lot of my people is because the organization I'm involved in is throwing 
some form of event or program. Not saying that I don't want to be in that, but 
basically is when I take the time to do that. The majority of it is in a one-on-
one or no more than three or four people with us, and it's just going out to eat 
lunch or just to converse or watch a movie together. 
Richard: My involvement gave me the opportunity to attend a leadership 
conference and the University of Colorado, my first time networking with 
people regarding areas of concerns. This was because I was able to show 
people that you want to do things and that you are committed. Because of that 
the president of IRHA asked me to participate in the conference. 
Summary and discussion 
Involvement was the major factor that the respondents saw leading them to other 
opportunities. Involvement kept them abreast of information, networking opportunities, and 
the potential to reach a higher level of academic knowledge by working with professors in 
their major. Involvement also alleviated the isolation often felt when walking across campus, 
eating in the lunchroom, and studying on their floor. The one aspect of involvement that was 
gleaned from the data, was the respondents' interaction with other cultures to learn how to 
survive under different rules and to be able to understand those differences. The choices of 
involvement for the respondents led them to their next step toward success. 
Success 
The next area discussed by respondents was success. The idea of success was like a 
mission for each of them to accomplish. Respondents answered the question, "Do you feel 
successful and why?" 
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Kirn: J feel that I am successful because I have completed almost 2 years of 
schooling at the University and not [at] some rinky dinky University. The 
other day it dawned on me that I am working with Professor Donaldson, and 
all the things that she does are unbelievable: studying abroad in South Africa; 
she has published two books; she is running a research project and much 
more. . .. A personal success it took two years to stop calling you (mom) all the 
time. And just being here for two years I feel very successful. 1 've learned 
how to study and how to get my grades up to par. I feel like I've 
accomplished the whole world 
Kristi: Yes, I think I'm successful, very much so. Even with the individuals 
that I grew up with and simple choices that they made which affected them for 
the rest of their lives and choices that I made which affect me, and it's not 
even that I had more than them because I didn't. I just took advantage of the 
opportunities that they didn 't take advantage of 
They also knew that to be successful they must have a goal. This goal was achieved 
by the respondents through a plan of action. The respondents discuss their plan of action: 
Jennifer: Yes I do feel that I am successful because of the support.from my 
family. Without them I wouldn't be where I am at today, as well as what I've 
done for myself as an individual. I've stated before, and I totally agree with 
Kristi's explanation, that success comes in intervals and that's the truth, 
because I'm successful, because I graduated high school at the top ofmy 
class. 1 'm successful because I was accepted to a University and I'm going to 
receive my degree. I'm successful because I'm no statistic like some 
individuals. I'm successful because I don't have any kids; so, yes, I feel that I 
am very successful because of those goals that I have set myself at each level, 
and that I'm accomplishing those goals. 
Alexis: I did really well in high school. I tell people to do your best to go 
ahead and succeed. If you feel this is what you want to do, then do it. Don't 
let people set obstacles along the way to deter you or even for yourself. So, 
like even now when I fall down, my parents are supportive and they 
understand that college is a hard thing, and that we have trials and tribulations; 
which, like other parents, may not care. 
Jennifer: Being at this institution is not all bad. We have our issues, but I'm 
not going to worry about them as long as I can get my education. That is 
what matters to me. I am going to get the knowledge needed to be successful 
and that's okwith me. I could have gone to a historically Black University, 
but would I have been able to meet the same type of individuals, would I have 
had the same opportunities? Not to say I would or I wouldn't, so I feel I am 
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blessed because I know I cannot go to a company and work for all Black 
people and be happy. 
Summary and discussion 
When asked about success, the respondents gave responses that addressed their own 
measure of success. During the interview process all of the respondents felt they were all 
ready successful in their life-that, for them, success was forever evolving as they continued 
through their life journey. The respondents commented on success ranging from finishing 
high school, being in college, not having children, to no longer needing to call home daily. 
They also felt one must have a goal or plan to be successful. The respondents were definitely 
excited about the amount of success, big or small, that they had already achieved. 
Opportunities 
The last theme, which appeared numerous times by the respondents, is opportunities. 
Hayes and Franks (197?) reported that Blacks saw more opportunities than did Whites for 
public discussions and debates, which could translate into learning opportunities. The 
students felt that, if they were not taking advantage of the opportunities placed in front of 
them, they could miss reaching their success. 
Alexis: The people that you meet, the opportunities that are given you are 
invaluable. By becoming involved at this age, when I get out in the real world 
I will have the tools to survive and, at the same time, be able to reach back 
behind me and see someone who may need some help and bring them up 
where I am. 
Kristi: I look at the opportunities as the only differences between me and 
someone else. They just did not choose to do them. 
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Summary and discussion 
Opportunities were an addition to the original themes presented. The continual use of 
the word "opportunity" surfaced during many discussion topics with the respondents. It was 
clear in the discussion that, no matter what type of background you come from, you either 
have opportunities shown to you or you make opportunities happen and, which ever is the 
case, you take advantage of them. The respondents felt strongly about students not taking 
advantage of the opportunities given to them. When a person has set goals, the opportunities, 
when presented, are much clearer. 
Conclusion 
The respondents spoke about their background, identity, involvement, success and 
opportunities, highlighting how these factors play an important role, not only in their 
academic success, but also in making them who they are today. Chapter 5 includes a 
discussion of the results, conclusions of the research, and recommendations for further 
research. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMI\'.IENDATIONS 
Introduction 
This chapter begins with a summary of the study including the purpose, methods, and 
findings. Conclusions based on the findings of the study are provided. Implications of the 
study for further research and practice are presented in the final selection of the chapter. 
Discussion of the Results 
The purpose of this study are to: (a) examine and describe the relationship between 
African American student involvement and academic success; (b) identify the relationship 
that identity, culture and environment have in their decision to become involved; and (c) 
identify if involvement makes an impact on the persistence of students. The research 
questions that framed the study are listed below. Each question is followed by discussion of 
the results that pertain to that question. 
1. Does African American student involvement lead to academic success? 
When the respondents discussed success they all felt that the foundation was built 
before their admission to Iowa State. That foundation prepared them to be aware of the 
isolation, cultural biases and alienation oftentimes found on a predominately White campus. 
Therefore, they were prepared to become committed to their academic goals, one of which 
was to become involved on campus in both curricular and non-curricular activities. This 
participation enabled the students to interact with faculty, set up internships, opportunities to 
network as well as to become involved with other students on campus. 
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2. Does involvement lead to African American student persistence? 
Students enter a particular institution with a range of background traits, (e.g., race, 
secondary education, academic aptitude, family backgrounds). The commitment of the 
student to the institution and to the goal of graduation, when combined with their background 
traits, will influence how well the student will perform and how he or she will interact with 
and become integrated in the institution's social and academic system. The greater the· 
individual's level of social and academic involvement, the greater his or her subsequent 
commitment to the institution and the goal of college graduation. Involvement during this 
time in one's academic career may be much more methodical. Students examine their 
opportunities as ones that would get them from point A to B successfully in academia and in 
life. Because of their commitmentto successfully graduating, becoming involved in 
activities that guide them to that goal keeps the respondent focused and able to persist on the 
campus. 
3. Does identity, culture and environment play a part in a student's decision to become 
involved? 
The respondents all are actively involved in a number of opportunities on campus. 
These activities range from academic to non-academic. When making the decision to be 
involved, the respondents discussed their need for involvement. When looking at identity, 
the respondents felt it was important to have an outlet that enabled them to interact with 
others who understood them. They chose, particularly, other Black groups so they did not 
feel so isolated. They wanted to have someone else to interact with and share stories and 
new experiences who would also understand who they are and what they were experiencing. 
Each student felt she (he) could be herself (himself) and it would be okay. The respondents 
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chose groups that would embrace their culture to enable them to bring their own frame of 
reference to the organizations and understand when others' views were somewhat skewed 
from their own. Even in all-Black organizations, the question of culture arose. For example, 
students who were from the Midwest may have difficulty understanding the ideas of students 
from the South as well as what those students may want to experience. Regarding their 
environment, the respondents came from an environment that nurtured, supported, and 
challenged them. They found themselves looking for those types of involvement activities 
on campus that would enable them to continue the growth that existed in their home or 
neighborhood. All of the respondents sought out involvement activities that re-emphasized 
the importance of growth, where they felt challenged to push themselves outside the box. 
Summary 
In the analysis of the interview with the respondents there was a significant pattern of 
similarity in the responses. This would not have been a surprise if the respondents shared the 
same financial academic and demographic environment. Respondents came from different 
backgrounds and life experiences. However, the threads that bound them together were 
ethnicity and culture. As African Americans, many of the respondents felt and understood 
the questioning: Am I good enough, or always having to work harder? They were well 
aware of the stereotyping that society shows them as African American students. They also 
could understand their culture, and described their anguish at experiencing the teacher who 
felt that [ a student] from Waterloo would not able to be successful, or experience the same 
level of comprehension when talking to a student who lived in Virginia. 
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The thread of support from family was evident in all of the respondents' lives as well 
as their importance attributed to their own spirituality. Finally, they all had a burning desire 
and the ambition to become successful despite any roadblocks they may face along the way. 
Many of the themes connected with each other as the respondents discussed their 
goals towards success. The respondents' culture and environment were a connection to their 
identity. Their strong sense of self or identity helped them to take the opportunities to 
become involved in activities that enhanced their growth and building of confidence. This 
self-confidence, along with their involvement, led them to seek opportunities that could 
enhance their level of success. 
Throughout the many topics that the respondents discussed, the most repeated was 
their relationship with family. This relationship was the foundation for developing their 
identity. They remarked that being sure of this identity enabled them to plan their long and 
short- term goals. Researchers such as Tinto (1975) state that race is an important predictor 
of retention on a predominantly White campus. Even though the respondents spoke very 
openly about their racial identity, they did not allow race to deter them from completing their 
goals-the immediate one being graduation. They also discussed that they had high levels of 
frustration at times. For example, the frustration of being the only Black person in the 
classroom and seeming invisible, or living in the residence hall where everyone was invited 
to meet for dinner but no one asked if they wanted to join them. They discussed being used 
as examples to answer the question for all Black people in the U.S. At times they talked 
about the frustration and the perceived ease they would have if they were on a historically 
Black campus. Then, at least they would be able to walk across campus and see someone 
that looked like them. 
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Conclusions 
Based on the findings and the number of respondents, the general conclusions of the 
study are warranted. Consistent with the literature, students who are highly involved in 
cognitive or noncognitive activites devote more energy to studying, spending time on 
campus, participating actively in student organizations, and interacting with faculty. 
Family and personal activities influenced personal and social development, as well as 
the students' general education and intellectual skills. All of the respondents discussed how 
important their family, community, and church are to their success. 
Next was involvement leading to opportunities. The respondents made strategic 
choices in involvement that were inline with their goals for achievement. For instance, their 
involvement with faculty members in their major could evolve into opportunities available 
for employment, internships, and graduate programs. When discussing opportunities, the 
respondents felt very strongly about the fact that opportunities are made accessible to 
everyone, but it is up to each person to take advantage of the opportunities when presented to 
them. 
The respondents became involved in activities as early as elementary school. The 
respondents participated in activities made available to them by their teachers to attend 
academic programs after school and over summer. They felt that these activities began their 
preparation for college. It reinforced that fact that they could do anything and, if they were 
unsure, they only had to ask. . This enabled them to feel comfortable about talking to faculty 
at Iowa State regarding issues or opportunities. They were not as nervous about tackling 
projects because they knew how to ask questions. This was another reinforcement that 
students who are involved are given opportunities that lead to success. 
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When discussing the respondents' identity, they all felt that they are continuing to 
develop their identity. The researcher utilized the pre-encoutner stage and internalization 
stage of identity theory ( Cross, 1979) when reading the transcripts of the respondents' 
discussion. It became apparent that the respondents have moved through the pre-encounter 
to the fourth stage, internalization. On the other hand, during the conversations and actions, 
they showed they are moving towards the final stage of internalization commitment. The 
sharing of their identity appeared in the discussions of their blaclmess. Their confidence in 
themselves-who they are-enabled them to take steps toward achieving goals they might 
have not otherwise identified. This comfort level enabled the respondents to look at 
assimilation in a different way; they needed to assimilate into the main stream culture when 
opportunities arose to be successful. In the development of their own identity they were 
empowered to position themselves in situations that would enable them to choose their own 
destiny. 
Recommendations 
The data analyzed in this study showed the importance of involvement to African 
American students, as well as additional factors that encouraged their involvement. The 
following recommendations for practice are made for institutions that are committed to retain 
and graduate African American students. 
1. In analyzing the research, it was noted that the respondents' family intervened early 
regarding academic matters, The five respondents' fall,lilies began at an early age 
with the fundamentals of reading and writing. This emphasized the importance of 
learning to their children, and is something that they have remembered throughout 
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their education. Respondents felt the strong support of family and community 
furthered their belief in self. When looking at the impact the parents' involvement 
had on these five respondents, a strong message should be extended to education 
systems to begin in kindergarten and continue through twelfth grade to involve 
African American families in the educational process of their students. 
1. Academic gains for these respondents were significantly influenced by informal 
personal activities. Policies, practices and other institutional efforts should develop a 
format that encourages informal and personal exchange between students, faculty, 
and administrators. These events should be planned and organized to enable this type 
interaction and exchange. 
2. Teachers play an important role as change agents in African American persistence. 
Studies have shown that teachers have an important role in involvement (Kuh et al., 
1991). These students have shown throughout their educational career that teachers 
have played a major role in, their involvement. Therefore, it is recommend that 
attention be given to the role of teachers (K-12) and higher education faculty 
regarding student success. 
3. The institution should determine the amount of effort African American students put 
forth in various activities by conducting an assessment of student involvement that 
looks in depth at the types and levels of involvement in which African American 
students are currently participating: This could be accomplished by an "involvement 
audit" (Kuh et al., 1991 ). After an assessment of involvement, developing a plan for 
increasing all types of involvement is recommended. The plan should take into 
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account the campus environment, campus culture, and current institutional policies 
and practices. 
4. A focus on the human aspects of the campus physical and psychological environment 
· should be made. It is clear that the students in this study benefited from resources 
that contributed to increasing student acquaintances, personal experiences, and 
engaging in conversations with others. 
Future Research Topics 
African American students who are involved are academically successful. The 
respondents interviewed in this study showed Astin's (1984) theory of involvement as 
effective. This research replicates previous studies indicating the importance of involvement 
in learning and identity development. In addition, the studies show the effects of 
involvement on educational outcomes for African American students. Given the expected 
changes in the composition of students entering college and the importance of involvement 
and its relationship to educational gains, additional research may provide insight on 
increasing involvement and educational gains for the African American student population 
expected to attend institutions of higher education in the future. 
Due to the changing composition of students entering college and the important link 
between involvement and student development, additional research is needed to help student 
affairs professionals discover how they can encourage optional level of involvement by 
members of the diverse student population attending higher education. Predominantly White 
institutions need to identify the specific factors that affect the quality as well as the :frequency 
of student involvement in campus related activities, and determine whether these factors 
69 
differentially affect Black and White students and well as how the various types of 
involvement affect their adjustment, satisfaction, and retention. 
In conclusion, if colleges and universities are to achieve the lofty ideals that they have 
set forth in their various mission statements, they must begin to approach the education of 
African-American students in a more positive manner. This approach must include 
recognizing the strengths that African-American students bring to the campus, understanding 
the influence of various life situations on the educational/developmental process, and treating 
the campus environment as the deficit in a deficit-deficiency model. African American 
students, unlike many other students who attend a college or university, arrive on campus 
with their Black culture, environment and identity, and they are seeking to find themselves in 
a new light, in a White culture. What makes African American students somewhat anxious 
when arriving is that they oftentimes feel very uncomfortable in an environment that is so 
different from their own Black culture, a culture that is comprised of the nuclear and 
extended family and may also include the entire neighborhood as part of the nurturing 
environment. For the African American student, unlike the White student, this is a very 
visible difference that can be overwhelming. Leaving an environment that had a strong 
system of support to enter a new environment full of unknowns can lead to isolation and 
insecurity. 
April 7, 1997 
Dear ---
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APPENDIX A 
RESPONDENT INTRODUCTION LETTER 
I am a graduate student doing research for my master's thesis. The purpose of my research is 
1) to describe and examine the involvement of African American students living in the 
residence halls on the Iowa State Campus, and 2) the effect involvement has on your campus 
environment. 
Because you are a member of the population that I have chosen to study, I am writing you to 
ask for your participation in my study. I would like to interview you at lease once with the 
interview being between 1-11/2 hours. You would also be involved in two group interviews 
with five other respondents. 
All individual or group interviews will be tape recorded, but I can guarantee strictest 
confidentiality. I will be the only person to see the raw data and I will not discuss any of the 
information you give me. All personal identifiable characteristics will be removed before 
inclusion in my thesis. 
Your participation is completely voluntary. At any time you may remove yourself from the 
project. 
I anticipate that this project will be very beneficial in understanding the level of involvement 
by African American students. I hope that you will consider participating in this project. 
If you have any questions in the meantime, please do not hesitate to contact me at work at 
294-0532. Thank you for considering this opportunity. 
Sincerely, 
Lee Ann Davis 
Graduate Student 
Professional Studies in Education 
Iowa State University 
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APPENDIXB 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
The purpose of this research is 1) to describe and examine the involvement of African 
American Students living on Iowa State Campus, and 2) the effect involvement has on the 
retention of African American Students on campus. 
RESEARCHER'S RESPONSIBILITY 
The researcher will keep all responses confidential. All identifying information will be 
removed in the final written paper. If at any time the respondent chooses to discontinue 
his/her participation in the study, all raw data and notes regarding his/her information will be 
returned to the respondent. Also, the information will not be used in the written report. No 
respondent will be quoted using their proper names; each participant will receive a 
pseudonym to maintain the anonymity. 
RESPONDENTS' RESPONSIBILITIES 
The respondents will participate in at least two focus groups and one individual interview. 
The interview will last one to one and one-half hours. The respondents will asked to look at 
the data collected and give feedback on the accuracy of the data collected. This participation 
is voluntary and a respondent may choose to remove themselves at any time from the 
researching without affecting the evaluation of the respondent. 
CONSENT 
By signing this form, both the researcher and the respondent agree to uphold the 
responsibilities as outlined. 
Researcher Signature Date 
Respondent Signature Date 
I grant permission to be directly quoted in the written report. 
Respondent Signature Date 
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